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“And the Word (Logos) was made flesh” (John 1:14); “and they two shall be one flesh” (Ephesians 5:31). When do two distinct disciplines (logoi) become one? This volume seeks to set out the approximate working parameters and boundaries of a relatively new inter-disciplinary discipline – “English Literature and Theology”. The future is bright according to one editor (Hass) – this is “a field that, in its very evolution, seems to be outstripping its own designations, ‘literature’ and ‘theology’” (p.842).

Faced with the no-doubt sobering task of charting this dynamic marriage in a meaningful way which will stand the test of time, the editors sensibly opted to allow the contributors a considerable degree of freedom. So, rather than designing the volume as a comprehensive survey intended largely for reference (what I would normally imagine a “handbook” to be), they invited the contributors to address “key moments and developments in the mutual engagement of theology and literature” (p.xv). This has resulted in a good measure of high-quality, discursive contributions, some of which are outstanding. There is a drawback though: as one of the editors readily admits (Jay, p.12), their emphasis on “key moments” has resulted in a clear bias towards historical themes and relatively traditional texts, so that the resultant demography might be described largely as white English, male, and Anglican, hardly reflecting the breadth of contemporary literary study nor of theology. Interestingly, the contributions which concern “outsiders” who struggled against the demographic flow (e.g. Joyce, Newman, George Eliot) are among the most penetrating. 

The volume opens with two chapters which seek to explore definitions of the joint field and to set the scope. The historical context is clearly vital in this, and sure enough, the second section of the volume charts historical themes in the development of literature and religious thought in Britain, beginning with Bede and the first religious texts in Old English, through the Reformation, the Enlightenment, Romanticism, Modernism, and lastly, Postmodernism. The third part of the volume turns to the key religious text – the Bible – and explores “Literary ways of reading the Bible”, through articles on those parts which have been especially promising in the joint enterprise (e.g. poetry such as the Psalms, or “big” narratives such as in the Pentateuch, or the Synoptic Gospels). The fourth part reverses the coin to look at theological themes in the literary canon (“Theological ways of reading literature”), from Langland and Chaucer, through Shakespeare, Milton, Blake, to the twentieth century, including a chapter on feminist contributions. The fifth part (“Theology as literature” – less clearly developed as a theme) includes contributions on key theological and liturgical thinkers whose writings may also be appreciated from a literary perspective, such as Thomas Cranmer, John Bunyan and John Henry Newman. But by this stage, the elusive distinction between what exactly constitutes “theology” and what exactly constitutes “literature” in this context is stretching near to breaking point, and the sixth part of the volume sensibly takes a different approach by looking at some of “The Great Themes” (e.g. evil, love, death, the afterlife, and salvation). The volume ends with an essay by one of the editors (Hass) on the future of the joint discipline. 

In the course of the fifty essays contained in this volume, there is a high proportion of successes, and I can only mention some which particularly stand out. Cummings’ article on “The Protestant and Catholic Reformations” gives a highly-readable and balanced account of English Reformation historiography, a scholarly minefield at the moment. And likewise, Hawkins’ article on “The Bible as Literature and Sacred Text” explores the difficult cultural and theological questions which arise when a text with the authority of “scripture” is treated as “literature”, how those questions have been variously approached in history, and how, even in this age of pluralism and supposed biblical illiteracy, the questions are still no easier to resolve. As for individual thinkers, the pieces on Bunyan, Donne and Herbert are particularly good, as are several of the articles on nineteenth and early twentieth-century figures. The contribution on Thomas Hardy (with George Eliot) discusses his radical and heartfelt theological questioning in moving terms, and explains how, although he is often identified as having atheist tendencies, his criticisms were aimed more at the failure of the established (Anglican) church to practice true Christianity as Christ taught it. In this light, it would be interesting to explore the extent to which Hardy (and perhaps George Eliot) resembles Dostoevsky and Tolstoy in their radical and profound critiques of established religion. Another figure who struggled with the Church of England – John Henry Newman – is shown to have highly-developed rhetorical and satirical skills, especially in some of his writings not usually thought of as being especially “literary”. On the other hand, two apologists for established religion – Bishop Butler and C.S. Lewis – are served particularly well in this volume, and the two articles on English liturgy (“Cranmer and the Collects” and “Liturgy as Literature”) complement each other in illustrating to a stunning degree how rich is the literary heritage of the prayers and services of English religion. 

But for me, there were two particularly high points in the collection. Scott’s article in “The Great Themes” on “Pastoral Tradition in Religious Poetry” celebrates movingly the quiet but profound humanity of the unassuming priest-poets, such as George Herbert and R.S. Thomas. The second high point is Valentine Cunningham’s piece on James Joyce. Cunningham presents some of the choicest and most toe-curling parts of the Joyce oeuvre for consideration: religious lampoonery, liturgical buffoonery, blasphemy, buggery, “whoredom”, masturbation, and coprophilia are just some of the themes. In this creative exploration of Joyce’s incarnational theology, Cunningham has provided a superlative example of literature-doing-theology, or theology-doing-literature, written in a style which clearly parodies Joyce himself. 

But for all of the successes in this volume, some weak points remain. Especially taking into consideration the editorial policy to focus on “key moments”, there were some surprising omissions, particularly when it came to the Bible itself. The making and reception of the huge colossus which is the King James Bible is discussed only over a few brief pages scattered throughout the volume, and the vital task of Bible translation is barely mentioned aside from a very interesting piece on the Psalms, by Hunter. What’s more, the historical books of the Old Testament are very poorly-served, notable by their almost complete absence (apart from Judges), in spite of the fact that they contain some of the most superbly-crafted narrative from the ancient world. Even more striking is the complete absence of the epistles of Paul, arguably the most crucial works of theological literature ever to have been written, at least from a “key moments” (i.e. historical) perspective. 

Some of the articles are rather patchy on theological grounds too, which mostly boils down to a tendency to be a little too categorical or a little too sweeping at times. Sometimes, more serious theological misunderstandings crop up, as for instance, in Boscaljon’s piece on “Possibilities of Redemption Through the Novel”, where he sets up a questionable distinction between “salvation” and “redemption”. For him, “salvation” is a one-off conversion experience, while “redemption” is a broader, ongoing process; theology is concerned with the former, while literature can shed light on the latter, he claims (pp.761, 774). This distinction reveals an inadequate understanding of the theology of salvation, and indeed of Theology as a discipline, and so when Boscaljon works his distinction through to conclude that literature offers a valuable complement to theological perspectives, he is barely convincing. More compelling in this light is Newlands’ magisterial article on “Salvation – Personal and Political”, which offers a carefully-nuanced view of the idea of salvation from theological and literary angles and argues that “a critical theology should be able to learn from these penetrating [literary] narratives of the human condition” (p.835). 

And it is here that we find the greatest strength of the joint enterprise of English literature and Theology. There is the tantalising possibility that, when thoroughly informed by both disciplines, the joint enterprise might be greater than the sum of its two parts. If the primary subject of Christian Theology is Christ, the “Word-made-flesh”, then literature has enormous potential to put flesh on the theological word. As Jasper puts it, both theology and literature share a common enemy, namely a “pervasive literalism” (p.24), which blocks belief and appreciation. If theology might have a fixation with unity and coherence which serves literalism, then literature can bring the complex and incoherent more strongly to the fore. “Occasionally, fleetingly” (p.410) – but one might hope more than occasionally now with volumes like this one to suggest ways forward, and less than fleetingly – the two combine so that, “earth and heaven [are matched] in human language” (p.410). 

